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April 22: Approximately 14,000 employees of the state-run telephone company (Empresa National
de Telecomunicaciones- TELECOM) launched a strike to protest plans to privatize the service,
currently under study by a special government commission. The executive has already sent a bill
to the congress that would establish legal procedures for TELECOM privatization. According to
government officials, the strike began with sabotage of TELECOM's central computers: system
access codes were changed, programs erased and viruses unleashed. In addition, workers sabotaged
transmission cables with flour. All long-distance service both in and out of Colombia was cut.
The shutdown included telephone, telegraph, facsimile, microwave, satellite, and data transfer
communications. Telephone communication within the country's cities functioned normally.
Telephone company union spokespersons said they would accept negotiation with government
officials. Any plans for privatization, including transfer of selected services to the private sector,
they said, must be discussed and approved by members of the congress and company employees.
April 23: According to telephone company sources in Panama, Colombia continued totally
incommunicado with the exterior. April 23: Soldiers occupied TELECOM's central installations.
April 24: Radio Caracol reported that the government's foreign trade bank had established an
emergency mail service for communications between exporters and importers. The bank set up
an office in Bogota to collect correspondence sent to the US on every flight departing for Miami.
In Miami, another office was established to carry out similar functions. Colombian Ambassador to
Panama, Alfonso Araujo, told ACAN-EFE at noon that he had not yet been able to communicate
with Bogota. He added that thus far, he had no information of violence or other major disruptions.
Daily newspaper El Espectador reported that communications remain in a state of "coma," despite
all efforts by the government to reestablish telecommunications. The strike was declared illegal, 72
union leaders fired, and the government filed suit in the courts to suspend the union's legal status.
April 25: President Gaviria described the TELECOM union's actions as "Stalinist." He said union
tactics are similar to those of guerrilla organizations "who use violence and sabotage" rather than
dialogue and negotiations to persuade others to their point of view. Radio Caracol broadcast the
report of statements made by the president in Huila department, 200 km. south of Bogota. April 26:
TELECOM president Francisco Navarro met with a union delegation in Bogota following mediation
by members of congress. No information on the progress of the talks was immediately available.
Radio reporters said both sides sounded optimistic before entering discussions, and authorities
said at least some of the system could be operating by Monday. Hotels, banks, exporters, airlines,
the news media and the diplomatic corps have all been severely affected. Some journalists set up
temporary offices in the border town of Cucuta and cross into Venezuela to use phones. Union
leader Eberto Lopez said privatizing Telecom was imprudent because the company is solvent and
has always paid its debts. According to Lopez, "Telecom has important plans to bring telephone
service to rural Colombia, something private companies won't do." Government officials say that
providing 30 telephone lines per 100 inhabitants by 2000 is viable only if investors assume the
costs. There are nine lines per 100 people at present. Employees of the Bogota telephone company
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(Empresa de Telefonos de Bogota-ETB) met to decide on the timing of a solidarity strike. Union
leaders said the solidarity action is motivated by the government's decision to fire TELECOM
employees. Also on Monday, employees of the federal government's port authority (Colpuertos)
commenced a strike. The company is in the process of liquidation. Oil industry workers planned
a 24-hour solidarity strike, scheduled to begin at 6 a.m. Tuesday. A solidarity strike by employees
of the National Radio and Television Institute (Inravision, charged with distribution of television
signals) began Sunday. April 27: Employees of the state-run oil company Ecopetrol launched a
strike to protest the assassination of a union member and to support the TELECOM strike. The oil
workers' major union (Union Sindical Obrera-USO) ordered members to shut down for two hours to
show solidarity, and for 24 hours to protest the murder of German Hernandez de la Rosa on Sunday
by unidentified assailants in Barrancabermeja (Santander department), site of the country's largest
refinery. Telecommunications with the exterior were partially restored. News media sources said
service was intermittent. TELECOM union leaders rejected a proposal by Sens. Samuel Moreno,
Eduardo Pizano and Jaime Vargas to reestablish international and national long-distance service
while direct negotiations with government officials proceed. President Gaviria said his government
is willing to hear suggestions for modifying the privatization project. However, he added, the union
leaders fired for participating in sabotage and damage to TELECOM equipment will not be rehired.
[Basic data from Prensa Latina (Cuba), Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service
EFE, 04/23/92; El Espectador (Colombia), Associated Press, 04/26/92; Spanish news service EFE,
04/24/92, 04/25/92, 04/27/92]
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